
  

 

Characteristics of youth most at risk 
for drug abuse 
 
• They begin drinking before the age of 15. 
 In the past, researchers believed that if 
 children learned to drink with their 
 families at home, they  would be less at 
 risk.  This is no longer true.  Early drinking 
 — in or out of the home — may lead to 
 later drug use.  
 
 “Be Smart, Don’t Start” — is good advice 
 for children and youth. 
 
• They lack social skills. 
 The easiest group to belong to is the  
 one which uses drugs.  Helping  children 
 develop the social skills that will help them 
 feel comfortable with their peers is a good 
 investment. 
 
 

 
PREVENTION PAYS 

 
Everyone is concerned about drugs.  How can youth avoid getting involved with risky 
behaviors? 
 
 This newsletter focuses on the characteristics of youth who are most and least at-
risk of becoming involved with drugs and other risky activities.  It gives clues about what 
parents can do to help their youth. 
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 “Fitting in with other kids” is one of the 
 main reasons 4-6th graders give for 
 starting to use drugs.  They believe that 
 “everyone is doing it” — even though 
 that’s not true. 
 
• They are unsupervised for large amounts 

of time. 
 Unmonitored, unsupervised time is 
 one of the highest risk factors for 
 children and youth. 
 
• They do poorly and have little interest in 

school. 
 When your child has trouble in 
 school, talk with the teachers to let 
 them know how important to you it is 
 that your child do well.  Ask the 
 teachers to help you and your child 
 develop a plan so your child can 
 succeed in school.  
 

 
• They don’t participate in after-school 

activities. 
 Special activities sponsored by 
 the school and other community 
 organizations give children an 

 opportunity to work and develop 
 friendships with others their age.  
 Encourage your child to sign up for 
 clubs and groups that are interesting to 
 him/her. 
  
 If your school and/or community doesn’t 
 offer after-school activities such as 
 drama,  music, sports, and peer-
 counseling, ask other parents to go with 
 you to the principal or community center 
 director to see if such activities can be 
 offered.  
 
• They spend most of their free time with 

peers. 
  Youth with strong bonds to their 

 family and school are less likely to 
 become involved with drug-using friends.  
 Part of growing up is to spend more 
 time with friends and less time 
 with family.  Yet, too much time 
 with friends — especially 
 unsupervised time — can lead to 
 problems. 

 
Are kids who have these characteristics 
doomed to abuse drugs? 
 No!  When researchers study large groups of 

kids, the above risk factors emerge.  Having 
one, two or all the characteristics doesn’t 
mean a child will end up abusing drugs.  
However, when children do have some of 
these characteristics, it is especially 
important to encourage them toward the 
behaviors which will help them stay away 
from drugs. 
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Characteristics of youth least at 
risk of drug abuse 
 
They have strong bonds to their family and 
school. 
 
• Their parents spend time with their 

children each day, if possible. 
 These parents let their children 
 know they are important to them.  
 They spend time listening to what 
 their children have to say.  When 
 their children seem worried, these 
 parents let them know they are 
 willing to listen and help them talk 
 about and solve their problems. 
 
• Their parents let their love shine through. 
 It’s not always easy to love children and 
 teens — with all their obnoxious 
 behavior.  But every day children need to 
 know that no matter how awful they have 
 been, their parents love them.  Hugs and 
 kisses and “I love you!” are important to 
 everyone — no  matter  what their age.  
 
• Their parents know what their children are 

doing and who they are with. 
 As they grow older, children are 
 easily offended when parents  “pry” into 
 their business.  It takes all of the 
 diplomacy parents can muster to help 
 children know that they are interested 
 and concerned  about them and want to 
 know what they are doing, who they 
 will be with, and when they will 
 return home. 
 
• Their parents set clear limits for 

behavior. 

  
 
 Parents of youth least at risk usually 
 have rules about homework, television 
 use, curfew, drugs and alcohol.  While 
 these parents may appear to be more 
 strict than others, they are not harsh. 
 
 Teens were asked, “If you came 
 home from a party and your parents 
 found out that you had been drinking, 
 how upset would they be?”  The more 
 teens believed that their parents 
 would be very upset, the less likely they 
 were to use alcohol or drugs.  
 
 Parents of youth most at risk sometimes 
 do not discipline their children at all — 
 or they are inconsistent — punishing a 
 behavior today and ignoring it tomorrow.  
 That makes it hard for children to 
 learn how to act. 
 
• Their parents use praise and encourage-

ment to reinforce good behavior. 
 “You were in a tough spot, and  you 
 really handled it well.  I am so proud of 
 the way you are growing up.” 
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 “Do you ever look great today!  
 Nice colors.” 
 
 “One of the things I like most about 
 you…” 
 
 Parents of youth least at risk use 
 very little punishment.  In contrast, 
 parents of youth most at risk use 
 punishment constantly and rarely 
 praise their child.  Unfortunately, 
 these parents ignore good behavior and 
 spend most of their time punishing bad  
 behavior. 
 
• Their parents model good problem-solving 

skills. 
 Parents of youth least at risk help their 
 children see that using drugs and alcohol 
 doesn’t get the problem solved.  When 
 problems come  up, these parents help 
 them go through the problem-solving 
 steps.   They help their children learn to 
 identify problems, think of all  the 
 possible solutions, and  then set to work 
 in fixing the problem. 
 
 

• They have realistic expectations for their 
child. 

 One of the toughest things for children 
 is being pressured to work at a higher 
 level than they are capable — especially 
 in school.  It’s also tough to be expected 
 to act like a 25-year-old when  you’re only 
 13. 
 
 Teens can be very obnoxious, but they 
 are usually trying their best to grow up 
 and become adults. 
 
• They help their children develop strong 

self concepts and strong social skills. 
 Parents can encourage their children to 
 develop interests and skills that help 
 youngsters feel good about themselves.  
 It’s important that children learn how  to 
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 get along with others and how  to cope 
 with the anxiety and tension that 
 everyone experiences from time to 
 time. 
 
Can you drug-proof your child? 

If you do everything “right,” does that mean 
your children won’t use drugs?  No.  Parents 
who try their very best have children who 
get involved with drugs. 

 
Parents can’t fight the drug war alone. 

Parents need help from the schools and 
others in the community to help kids learn 
that they are expected to grow up healthy 
and drug-free. 
 

Parents are powerful. 
Parents can’t do it alone, but they are one of 
the most important parts in the fight against 
drugs.  Parents are the most powerful force 
in helping their children avoid the drug 

scene.  Helping your children learn how to 
make healthy decisions will pay off well in 
the future. 
 

 
Have a good month! 
 
Patricia Tanner Nelson, Ed.D. 
Extension Family & Human Development 
Specialist 
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Want more information? Visit the Extension Cord 
at http://ag.udel.edu/extension/fam/— Extending 
the University to YOU!   
 
Or contact your county Extension office: New 
Castle:  461 Wyoming Road, Newark, DE 
19716-1303, Tel. 302-831-8965; Kent:  69 
Transportation Circle, Dover, DE 19901, Tel. 302-
730-4000; Elbert N. & Ann V. Carvel Research & 
Education Center, 16684 County Seat Hwy., 
Georgetown, DE 19947, Tel. 302-856-7303.  
 
Cooperative Extension Education in Agriculture 
and Home Economics, University of Delaware, 
Delaware State University and the United States   
Department of Agriculture cooperating.  
Distributed in furtherance of Acts of Congress of 
March 8 and June 30, 1914. It is the policy of the 
Delaware Cooperative Extension System that no 
person shall be subjected to discrimination on the 
grounds of race, color, sex, disability, age or 
national origin. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

 


